172          THE     DON     FLOWS     HOME
laughing.   Christonia's fur cap rose a head above the rest,
and Pantaleimon Melekhov's red three-cornered cap wa
clearly visible.  The majority of them were old men an
youngsters.   The Yelansk men were drawn up about half
a mile or so away.  There were six hundred men in their
four companies, but almost two hundred of them had beek|
told off to mind horses.                                                   -^
The talk died down as soon as the field-guns of the battery
behind the mound began to fire. The heavy, booming sound
hung long over the steppe. The first shell was badly aimed,
and fell nearly half a mile short of the cossack lines. The
black smoke of the explosion crumbled and clung to the
bushes. Machine-guns began to cough from the Red lines.
The frost muffled the fullness of their sound, and they
knocked like a night-watchman's hammer. The cossacks
lay down in the snow, behind the bushes, and among the
brushy, headless sunflower stalks.
" That smoke's pretty black. It looks as though they're
using German shells/' Prokhor Zykov shouted across to
Gregor.
A red-bearded company commander from Rubiezhin
village came running to Piotra, " I've got an idea, comrade
Melekhov," he said. " Send one of the squadrons down to
the Don and let them pass along the bank to the village
and strike the Reds from the rear. They're sure to have left
their baggage sledges undefended. And it'll put them in a
panic."
Piotra approved of the " idea." He strode across to
Gregor, explained what was proposed, and curtly ordered
him:                                                                                ^
" You withdraw your half squadron and strike at their
tail."
Gregor withdrew his cossacks, mounted them in a gully,
and led them at a swift trot towards the village.
The cossacks in position fired two rounds and then were
silent. The Red line lay down. One of the bullets from
their machine-guns struck Martin Shamil's horse, and it
tore itself out of the hand of the cossack guarding it, galloped
frantically through the line of Rubiezhin cossacks, and sped
down the hill towards the Reds. A stream of machine-guns-
swept across it, and the animal's hind-quarters leaped high
into the air before it crashed to the snow.